III.
emotional and human connection within the images before you.
As I studied the art of filmmaking, I was inevitably drawn toward documentary. When creating a fiction film, you work from a script to create the cinematic piece. Documentary is less controlled, less structured, and can be less formulaic. Within the documentary genre, the filmmaker has the choice to relate to the nature of their subject in an authentic, unplanned manner.
p.1 I love the chaos of documentary. One of the main challenges in creating a documentary film is that the initial premise does not necessarily reveal itself to you in the manner that you think it will. Like a puzzle, you have to take what you have shot, absorb it, and find the underlying story. For some, this process can be daunting. For me, the process of making documentaries is liberating.
Each person has his or her story to tell. While mainstream society tends to gravitate toward celebrity and fame, I am more interested in the individual. Each individual is unique and important. We are all connected in one way or another and to understand our differences and similarities is crucial to understanding the human condition.
Inspiration
There are many ways to approach making a documentary film. What first comes to mind? Wild life documentaries? Historical documentaries? Music documentaries? Entrenched in what you see as a documentary is a structure and approach that should be hidden and slowly revealed.
In the documentary Chronicle of A Summer, I love the camera work, the following of subjects, the intimacy of the characters and the nature of the relationships created through the film. As a viewer, you feel like a voyeur, watching some of these troubled 'therapy' sessions continue. Historically, it
captures Paris in 1960-all of the hopes, neuroses, and traumas as they recover from World War II. Somehow, I wanted to capture that level of passion within my subjects in my thesis film.
p.2
While exploring potential thesis subject matter, I reflected on my own life.
While growing up, regardless of your environment or situation, you have key sensory emotional cues that can enable you to recall your childhood memories and emotions. These emotional cues might be things like the smell of a campfire, the softness of your Grandmother's skin, the coo of your mother's voice, the smell of pine trees throughout the holidays, and so on. Within my thesis approach, I wanted to follow children with a gay parent to their schools, their extracurricular activities and their daily familial interaction. By giving them their own hand held camera, I wanted to give them the power to make their own short piece about their life to be included within the film.
To juxtapose the experiences of a subject today, I wanted to find an adult who grappled with the challenges of growing up with a gay parent in the 1980s. I would interview that adult subject and utilize archival footage to exemplify the challenges of society in the 1980s. I also wanted to include personal photographs of that subject from that era to give a well rounded view of the 1980s.
Within the interviews, I wanted to focus on typical family rituals and dynamics to see how each subject handled the challenges of the parent's partner.
I also wanted to explore if the subject felt different or unloved. Much of the literature that is written against gay families is that these families breed people to be gay. I disagree with that theory. If anything, these parents wish normalcy for their children since they have faced a life of adversity. I wanted this film to counterbalance those allegations.
p.5
Subjects
For the first three years of this project, the most difficult part was the search for subjects. While researching my proposal, I had three families eager to be involved in the film. They felt the subject matter was important and liked my approach.
Subject A was a lesbian who lived in New York City. She had a partner with two adopted sons. From the moment we are born, our gender identities are reinforced by the toys we play with, the games we engage in, and the schools that educate us. I like to refer to this as feminine anesthesia. With the constant reinforcement of gender roles, women are essentially anesthetized to continue living as a subjugate.
Adding that element into the arts, it is even more difficult for women. To fight what we inherently know in order to advance our art takes a tenacity that must come from within.
When I went to school to get my BFA in the 1990s, I was one of four women in a department of sixty. After graduating, I worked in advertising for p.8 over ten years prior to deciding to go back to school to receive my MFA. It was not until graduate school that I realized how tough it really can be for women in the arts.
Many men in arts academia want to believe that they are forward thinking.
In actuality, they do everything in the power to continue reinforcing these gender an open thoughtful discussion about approach. I love critiques when they pertain to my work for they only encourage growth.
As an artist, you practice your craft. Through constant practice, you develop your skills and abilities. Film as a medium is difficult enough. I do not expect everyone to enjoy my work. In an educational setting, I have an expectation of a quality education. Honestly, I thought that these caricatures of the old boys network that keep women where they want to see then was a myth.
My master's degree proved me wrong. Misogyny is alive and well in academia.
Fortunately, my thesis committee personified quality and excellence.
Throughout the making of my thesis film, I struggled with subjects, content and ethics. My committee was invaluable in helping me overcome those hurdles. p.9
Last Attempt
As I pitched my film as exploring special families, I found that subjects were more receptive to participation in the film. My favorite was Subject M. I came across Subject M through her mother's lover Subject O. Subject M was 33.
I conducted a two hour telephone interview with her about her experiences. It was like we were sisters. She spoke about how Subject O, her mother's lover for over 25 years, had attended all of her graduations, surgeries, and births. She loved her very much and considered her a parent. She was also vexed that there was no word for her-step mother, step father, etc.
Subject M told me a particularly poignant story about a life threatening situation that arose. Her sister's gall bladder ended up bursting and Subject O got her to the emergency room. Once they got her stabilized, they asked Subject O about her relationship to the family. Once she explained who she was, they told her that since she was not legally a family member, she must leave. Subject O just saved the life of a child who had been in her life for over 12 years but could not get any information on her status or sit in the waiting room for her.
We were planning to shoot the following Monday. I called the night before to confirm the time and Subject M answered the phone crying. "I am so sorry but I cannot participate. You see my mother has told us (both Subject M and Subject O) that if we participate in this film, she will never speak to either of us again. She is not out and does not want to be outed in the film." Immediately, I told her that was OK…we could work around it. I could shoot her in silhouette or extreme close up to not reveal any details that would confirm that it was her.
p.10
She told me that her mother was firm. Her mother had stated that she was a mother, not a lesbian. Subject M responded by saying, "Mom, you are gay. You have been living with a woman for 20 years as a partner." Nothing would change her mother's mind. Now, since Subject M was legally an adult-33 years old, I asked her if she wanted to participate anyway. She understood the importance of the film but did not want to cause any long term issues with her mother. Subject M just gave birth to her second child and needed her mother's support.
As a filmmaker, when you have a solid premise and visual treatment ready to go but no one to carry it out, it is very challenging. Throughout the making of this film, I had 15 families/subjects booked, all of which backed out. When Subject M dropped out, I went to the Thousand Islands to clear my head. I began to notice that there was a pattern to the way people were not participating in my film. I always thought people were like me and my family-out and proud.
Obviously, based on response, that theory was incorrect. In actuality, the secret was not out. I would have to be the one to tell the story.
Ethics and Documentary
As a documentarian, are we held to a certain level of ethical standards?
For example, with Subject M, should I have pushed her harder and harder?
Would it be ethical for me to consciously compromise the subject's relationship with her family in order to get footage that I desperately needed and desired?
p.11
Taking into account my closeness to the subject matter, I think I could not push her. I know how fragile and short our familial relationships are, who was I to risk hers? At the same time, both of us felt that this project was really important. This was a really deep struggle.
How do you ask someone to risk their story for your film? In this modern age, where anything can be found with the click of a mouse, how do we grapple with exposing our subjects to potential ridicule and persecution? Normally, I
approach a subject as a source with answers. If I delve deep enough, I can expose their inner core. With my love of storytelling, I feel that is a decent sacrifice to make.
In the 1972 PBS series, An American Story, the Loud family welcomed a team of filmmakers into their home with the promise of showing America the 'typical American family.' The result was a sensational story that was manipulated and driven by the producer. In the documentary, the oldest son Lance was outed as gay. The mother decided to divorce her husband, on camera, after discovering many infidelities. Americans were obsessed by the Loud family. Watching the series today, it is still difficult to look away from this privileged Californian family. After the airing on PSB, the Loud family was never the same. They hated the limelight and public criticism but after that faded were always trying to get back to the time before the film. The family was damaged in a permanent way. My fear was to create the same controversy and damage to my subjects. could not bear to film him. I needed to spend as much time with him that I could.
Quite frankly, I was not going to be able to handle the interview. I needed to focus on Sebastian and his needs. I knew that I had enough footage in the archives. It was time to spend our last holiday together.
On February 1, I got a phone call. Sebastian woke up calling my name.
His sister put him on the phone but I could not understand what he was saying.
When I hung up, I looked at my husband and knew that I had to leave at that moment. It was as if the flood gates had opened. I had perfect weather driving to NYC, even though storms were raging all around my route. There was no traffic and I even found parking in the trendy meatpacking district. 
New Approach
As a filmmaker, you are constantly struggling with where you are in your picture. As a director, you bring your experiences and knowledge to the actors or subjects to get your desired response. As an editor, you struggle with subjects and how they are portrayed. My thesis film had taken a turn. In its original inception, my voice would always have been present but in a much more subtle way. It would lie in the shots, angles, frame composition, nuances within the interviews and film structure. Now, the film approach was changing and my role as subject was becoming equally as present as director. When you enter yourself into the film frame, as subject, it changes the project.
While working as a graduate assistant in the H&A Documentary course at RIT, we screened the personal film Tarnation by Jonathan Caouette. The film explored Mr. Caouette's experience growing up with a mentally ill mother.
Utilizing home movies and video footage shot over the course of 19 years along with a personal narrative, he managed to create a film that not only exposed the horrors of living with someone with mental illness but also the isolation it fosters.
While his experiences were interesting, his approach was so narcissistic that it isolated me as a viewer. The film manipulated its audience to feel the same way the director did. 
Structure
The most obvious way to structure the subject matter in the film was chronologically. For the story to make sense and the key relationships to evolve, it was important to start at the beginning. Not to mention, the perceptions of p.16 homosexuality in the 1980s were crucial to developing the confusion and paranoia that followed.
One key piece was still missing…the family in 2009. I could tell my story and show the chronological changes from 1980 to 1990 to 2000 to 2010. How would I be able to portray a family, when no one would go on record? I found three teenagers and one 'tween that were willing to talk about perceptions of family through their eyes. Parents were agreeable to it. My goal was to work in gay families, perceptions, and thoughts through my interview questions.
Building a rapport with the subject was easy and they warmed up after about 10 minutes into the interview. All in all, the interviews were a success. By combining chronology of the story, interviews from key characters, and a poetic voice to differentiate my personal thoughts and story, I developed the structure. In moments when the viewer would need a break, I would refer back to imagery of whispering or curious eyes. This would tie the viewer back to the subject matter of the 'secret' and the childhood struggle.
Imagery
When I am in process of making a film, the first thing that happens is that p.18
The whispering was important on many levels. Not only was it there to depict children but also to depict the entire idea of a secret. Titling the film, The Secret Is Out, was not accident. The placement and use of this image was meant to draw the viewer deeper into this special family.
Once I reveal the story about standing in line in elementary school, the whispering imagery is replaced by images of a young girl's eyes looking directly into the camera. The eyes are all knowing and questioning at the same time. By looking directly into the audience, they become a mechanism to visually ask the audience (society) questions. which was released in 1998. When contacting him, I was unsure that he would remember me but indeed he did. He referred me to his mobygratis site and explained that I would be able to acquire limited non commercial releases for all of the music (limited means that it can be screened at film festivals, conferences, and anything that is non broadcast). After sifting through pages and pages of music, I found three pieces that would become the backbone of the film.
The other two pieces of music were Planet Claire by the B-52's and Der Kommissar by Falco. Upon writing to the B-52's and Falco's estate, they also agreed to a noncommercial release. My husband also composed a piano piece for the film, which set the tone as he played it for me throughout the writing, shooting, and cutting process.
Editing
In a film edit, all of the elements must synergistically come together to create movement and timing within the piece. When editing the segment on the 1990s, these connections clearly began to happen. I would cut each image on the down beat of the music, which not only created momentum but also stylized emphasis on the sound. Movement within the frame, similarities surrounding the subject matter all fell into place.
The Secret Is Out had many moments that were packed with emotion. It became very important to balance the emotion with humor to prevent losing the audience. After all, even though many sad things have happened, I am hopeful that change is coming. I wanted the film to embrace a hopeful final note.
p.21
Filmmaker As Subject
When you construct a film where you are both director and subject, finding balance can be very tricky. As a writer, I approached the story of my life like a narrative film. There were many key and important parts but in the end, they did not directly affect the subject at hand.
My father, who traveled the world rebuilding third world nations, was just a whiff in the film. I did not delve deeply into his life, which was interesting but not necessarily relevant to the topic of living with a gay parent, because it would take focus away from the topic at hand. The same is true of Sebastian. His story is as incredible as my father's but not as relevant to our relationship which the film explored. The 1980s was a strange time. The president was once an actor. Supercomputers filled a room. Video games replaced the pinball machine.
It was also a time of paranoia. The Cold War. Russia was our enemy with a constant threat of nuclear war. The sexual revolution ended. People thought you could catch AIDS by shaking someone's hand or if you knew any gay men.
The nuclear family dissolved. Divorce was the new trend. Women entered the work force en masse. Latchkey kids raised themselves on Sesame Street and General Hospital.
ACT II: Family
When I was 6, my parents divorced. My father moved to New York City. My mom stayed put. I did not understand why. They both made sure I knew I was loved.
New York City was so exciting.
There were films, Broadway shows, art museums and operas. 
ACT IV: Whispers
After a couple of months, I had to tell someone. My secret weighed me down. So I told my best friend Katie. I remember standing in line a few days later. All of the children were whispering. I knew that they knew. I couldn't watch. My stomach fell through my feet.
It was at that moment… I knew that I had to accept the reality and ignore what every one was saying. My dad was gay.
ACT V: Time Machine
Through the 1990's where were began to understand more about HIV…it wasn't just a gay disease. The Berlin Wall fell.
People were coming out of the closet right and left-Ellen DeGeneres came out on national television. 
The Secret is Out synopsis
The Secret is Out will explore the question whether or not same sex parenting places the child at a disadvantage. The film will follow two same sex families, focusing on the child and how he/she relates to his or her home environment and the world around them.
This film will be shot on digital video. It will be 28 minutes long.
My approach to this film will be in the spirit of interactive documentary. I envision the camera connecting with the subjects, following them through their lives. As director, I will be present as an off camera voice through the interview process. Since interviewing can be problematic, particularly with children, I think this approach will help with the continuity of answers.
I have always appreciated the cinema verite approach to documentary, particularly as seen in Chronicle of A Summer. The camera becomes a character with the subjects. Boundaries are explored.
The pauses and awkwardness of an interview is very important. It allows us to see the humanity of our subjects. In this film, the subjects are children and gay parents. I want to explore their stories and see if I can capture the beauty and uniqueness of these special families.
SUMMARY:
Thesis Question: Does same sex parenting place the child at a disadvantage? After three years of serious dating, Beth and Kathy realized that they wanted a family of their own. Kathy muses that there was so much love in their life that they needed to share it with a child. That is when Beth became inseminated.
Nine months later, Gavin was born. Beth and Kathy are the only parents that
Gavin has ever known.
The Secret is Out will accompany Gavin through his life-baseball practice, playing with his friends, interacting at school. As we follow him, questions about same sex parenting will be answered. 
